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Submission to the Environment Committee

Environmental Reporting Amendment Bill

Submitted by Engagement Institute

Date 14 August 2026
Contact Marion Short, Chief Executive Officer
Hearing The Engagement Institute wishes to appear before the Committee.

Scope of submission. This submission is confined to the engagement, accessibility and public-
accountability settings of the Bill. The Engagement Institute supports authoritative environmental reporting
and does not seek to determine the scientific content of reports or the substantive environmental policies that
governments should adopt.

Introduction

The Engagement Institute welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Environmental Reporting
Amendment Bill. We are the peak body for the community and stakeholder engagement profession,
representing approximately 15,000 practitioners across Australia and New Zealand. Our members work
across government, industry and the not-for-profit sector, including environment, infrastructure, planning,
energy, transport, health, public policy and engagement with Maori, iwi, hapi and mana whenua.

Environmental reporting is not only a technical exercise. It is public information infrastructure. The
Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment's 2026 report, Unlocking New Zealand's environmental
information, reinforces this by recognising community and catchment groups, citizens and iwi/hapd/Maori as
environmental information providers and identifying opportunities to make better use of citizen science and
other external data. Its value depends on whether people can access it, understand it, contribute relevant
knowledge, scrutinise choices about what is measured, and see how the evidence informs decisions. These
features are central to trust, legitimacy and effective environmental stewardship.

The Bill is a timely opportunity to strengthen those features. The Engagement Institute supports the clearer
purpose in clause 4, stronger data arrangements, reporting on drivers and outlooks, and the establishment of
a Strategic Evidence Panel. We recommend targeted amendments so that the new framework also embeds
inclusive engagement, transparent priority-setting, Maori partnership and a visible feedback loop from
evidence to action.
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Recommendations

The Engagement Institute recommends that the Bill be amended to:

state expressly that environmental reports and underlying information are to be accessible,
understandable and usable by the public;

require early, proportionate and inclusive engagement when reporting topics, environmental
indicators, data standards and data-and-evidence priorities are set or materially changed, including
with community data providers so that fit-for-purpose community-generated environmental data can
contribute to reporting;

provide for distinct, appropriately resourced engagement with iwi and hapid and protections for
matauranga Maori and Maori data sovereignty;

strengthen the Strategic Evidence Panel through transparent appointments, multidisciplinary
expertise, publication of advice and a published response from the Secretary;

retain meaningful public accountability during the six-year reporting cycle through annual
commentary, a mid-cycle public review and accessible progress updates;

require a formal government response to each state of the environment report, followed by an update
at least once in every parliamentary term; and

resource the engagement and data-supply obligations imposed on local government, iwi and hap,
and community data providers.

Recommended amendments by provision

The drafting below expresses the policy outcome sought. Parliamentary Counsel may identify the most
appropriate final form.

Bill provision _ Recommended amendment

Clause 4 -new | The expanded purpose Add to new section 3 an outcome that

section 3 appropriately focuses on environmental reports and associated

(Purpose) informing New Zealanders and information are timely, accessible,
supporting evidence-based understandable and usable by New
decisions. It does not expressly Zealanders. Add a means of achieving the
address whether reporting is purpose through proportionate engagement

accessible and usable, or whether | ith Maori, communities, data providers and

the knowledge of affected users when major reporting priorities are set.
communities can inform the

reporting framework.

Clause 8 - new | A six-year state-of-the- Require publication of a six-year forward
sections 7 to 13 = environment cycle can support reporting and engagement plan; early input
(Reports and depth, but risks a long into commentary topics and the data-and-
six-year cycle) accountability gap. Annual evidence priorities report; at least annual

commentary topics and the data- progress updates; and a public mid-cycle

and-evidence priorities report are | review no later than three years after each

set without an express public- state-of-the-environment report. Require

engagement pathway. reports to explain what evidence was received
and how it was considered.
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Bill provision _ Recommended amendment

Clause 8 - new
sections 14A
and 14B
(Indicators,
standards and
methods)

Clause 14 - new
Part 3,
especially
section 20
(Strategic
Evidence
Panel)

Clauses 8 and
14 - publication
and public
accessibility

New provision -
government
response and
feedback loop
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The Secretary must consult the
Government Statistician on
indicators, but the Bill does not
require engagement with iwi and
hapt, local government,
communities, researchers,
practitioners or other data users
and providers. Publication on a
website alone is not inclusive
access.

Independent expertise is
welcome, but credibility also
depends on the breadth of
expertise, transparent
appointments and visibility of the
Panel’'s advice. Environmental
evidence includes scientific,
matauranga Maori, social, cultural
and place-based knowledge.

The Bill generally requires online
publication but does not set
accessibility, inclusion or plain-
language expectations. Digital-
only publication can exclude
people affected by disability,
language, literacy, location, cost
or digital access.

Reporting alone does not show
New Zealanders how evidence
has influenced priorities,
investment or action. The 2022
PCE submission supported a
formal government response and
an update once every
parliamentary term.

Before setting or materially changing
indicators, monitoring standards or collection
methods, require proportionate engagement
with relevant iwi and hapu, local authorities,
scientific and matauranga Maori experts,
affected data providers and users, and
communities. Publish reasons, changes made
after engagement and accessible non-
technical explanations. Provide a clear
pathway for fit-for-purpose community-
generated environmental data, including
citizen science, to be contributed, assessed
and used, and involve community data
providers in developing proportionate
standards for its collection and use.

Require Panel membership collectively to
include environmental science and
monitoring, matauranga Maori, local-
government and community or stakeholder-
engagement expertise. Use a transparent
appointment process. Publish the Panel’s
advice, subject to legitimate confidentiality
limits, together with the Secretary’s response
and reasons where advice is not adopted.

Require reports, indicator information and
consultation materials to meet recognised
accessibility standards and Universal Design
principles; provide plain-language summaries,
te reo Maori and other formats where
appropriate; make underlying data reusable
wherever lawful; and use multiple channels so
participation is not digital-only. Report
annually on reach, accessibility and inclusion.

Require the Government to publish a
coordinated response within 12 months of
each state-of-the-environment report,
identifying actions, non-actions and reasons,
accountabilities, resources and milestones.
Require an update at least once every
parliamentary term and proportionate
engagement on material response priorities.
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Bill provision _ Recommended amendment

Implementation | New standards and data-supply Require an implementation plan, adequate

, resourcing expectations may create cost and | funding and capability support, including

and assurance  capacity pressures for local appropriate resourcing for iwi and hap
authorities, iwi and hapd, and participation and Maori data governance.
community data providers. Require an engagement plan for each major
Unfunded participation obligations | framework decision, minimum quality
Can_lne;)rlrow whose knowledge is expectations aligned with recognised
available.

engagement standards, and periodic
independent evaluation of engagement
quality.

Why engagement belongs in environmental reporting

Reporting choices shape public decisions

Environmental reporting relies not only on scientific expertise but also on choices about what is measured,
where monitoring occurs, which indicators are prioritised and how findings are communicated. These choices
determine what becomes visible, comparable and actionable, and they affect communities differently.
Effective engagement brings local knowledge, practical experience and public scrutiny to these judgements,
strengthening scientific rigour and relevance, public legitimacy and trust without compromising technical
independence. It also enables communities to contribute evidence. The Parliamentary Commissioner for the
Environment's 2026 report highlights how fit-for-purpose community-generated data can complement
structured government monitoring and help fill spatial and temporal gaps when collected and integrated to
appropriate standards.

The Engagement Institute’s principles of Inclusion, Influence, Respect, Impact and Cohesion point to a
practical test: can diverse people participate, is their role clear, can their knowledge influence the relevant
decision, and is there a visible connection between participation and outcome? The Bill should make those
expectations part of system design rather than leave them to variable administrative practice.

A six-year cycle needs deliberate continuity

The Engagement Institute does not oppose a six-year state-of-the-environment cycle. A longer interval may
support more coherent analysis, and annual commentary reports can preserve responsiveness. However, the
cycle must not create six years of distance between the public, the evidence base and major reporting
choices.

The Engagement Institute’s report, Time Well Spent: Exploring the Impact of Engagement Timeframes, finds
that engagement timeframes should be proportionate to complexity, impact, existing trust and cultural
context. Early and staged engagement, coordinated across agencies, allows people to build understanding
and contribute at genuine decision points. A published forward plan, early topic-setting engagement, annual
updates and a three-year public review would make the cycle predictable and participatory without delaying
report production.
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Inclusive and accessible reporting is substantive, not cosmetic

The Engagement Institute’s Inclusive and Accessible Engagement Policy identifies practical, socio-economic
and motivational barriers to participation, including timing, cost, digital access, disability, language, literacy,
cultural safety, consultation fatigue and lack of trust. A website-only publication duty does not address those
barriers.

Environmental reporting should therefore be designed using Universal Design principles and made available
through accessible digital formats, plain-language summaries and alternative channels. Engagement
methods should be flexible and tailored. Reporting should also disclose who participated, who may have
been missed, what accessibility support was offered and what will improve in the next cycle.

Engagement with iwi and hapi reflects Te Tiriti relationships

Engagement with iwi and hap reflects the Crown's obligations and relationships under Te Tiriti o Waitangi
and is therefore different in purpose and character from general public consultation. The existing Treaty
clause remains important, but the new reporting architecture would be stronger if its operational provisions
expressly supported early, resourced and culturally appropriate engagement. This includes time for
relationship-building and iwi and hapd decision-making processes, and recognition of tikanga, matauranga
Maori, existing relationship agreements and Maori data sovereignty.

The Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment’s 2022 submission recommended distinct scientific
and matauranga Maori expert advice. Whatever panel structure Parliament adopts, the Bill should guarantee
that matauranga Maori expertise is present, appropriately supported and able to influence indicators,
monitoring, reporting and data priorities.

The Strategic Evidence Panel should model transparent expertise

The Panel could significantly strengthen reporting quality and identify emerging issues. Its legitimacy will turn
on appointment transparency, the range of expertise around the table, and whether New Zealanders can see
its advice and the response to it. Engagement expertise is relevant because the Panel will advise on
evidence priorities and reporting choices that affect many downstream users and communities.

The Engagement Institute therefore recommends multidisciplinary membership and a presumption that
advice is published. Where the Secretary does not adopt material advice, concise reasons should be
provided. This protects independence, supports scrutiny and strengthens trust without transferring decision-
making responsibility to the Panel.

Close the loop from evidence to action

The Bill’s purpose is to support evidence-based decisions that lead to effective and enduring environmental
stewardship. That purpose is better served when the Government must explain how it has responded to the
evidence. A formal response within 12 months, followed by an update at least once every parliamentary term,
would create a clear accountability bridge between reporting, policy, investment and implementation.

Closing the loop is also a basic engagement commitment. People are more likely to trust and participate in
future processes when they can see what was heard, what changed, what did not change and why. A
response duty should therefore include a concise public account of how relevant engagement and
community-held evidence informed the Government’s priorities.
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Alignment with the Engagement Institute’s policy calls

e A clear and consistent definition of engagement. The Act or implementation guidance should
distinguish engagement - an intentional process designed to shape decisions or actions - from one-
way communication and from a submission window alone.

e Set and maintain minimum standards. Major framework decisions should have published
engagement plans, accessibility expectations, transparent feedback loops and quality evaluation.

e Elevate engagement to the strategic level. Engagement expertise should inform the six-year
reporting plan, evidence priorities and governance from the outset.

o Embed engagement professionals as technical experts. The Strategic Evidence Panel or its
supporting advisory arrangements should include professional engagement capability.

¢ Link engagement requirements to funding. Local authorities, iwi and hapt, and community data
providers need proportionate resources to participate and meet new data expectations.

Conclusion

The Environmental Reporting Amendment Bill provides a valuable opportunity to modernise New Zealand’s
environmental information system. The Engagement Institute supports the Bill’s direction, subject to
amendments that make public influence, accessibility, Maori partnership and accountability explicit features
of the framework.

We ask the Committee to ensure that New Zealanders are not only informed about the state of the
environment, but are also able to contribute relevant knowledge and, where appropriate, fit-for-purpose
environmental data; understand how reporting priorities are chosen; access the resulting information; and see
how it informs decisions. These safeguards would improve the quality, legitimacy and durability of
environmental stewardship without compromising scientific independence.

The Engagement Institute wishes to appear before the Environment Committee and would be pleased to
assist with practical drafting or implementation options.

Sincerely

Marion Short
Chief Executive Officer

Sources reviewed

New Zealand Parliament, Environmental Reporting Amendment Bill 321-1 and submission page (2026).
Ministry for the Environment and Stats NZ, Departmental Disclosure Statement for Bill 321-1 (14 May 2026).
Ministry for the Environment, Cabinet material on the Environmental Reporting Amendment Bill (2026).
Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment (PCE), Focusing Aotearoa New Zealand'’s
environmental reporting system (2019).
PCE, Submission on Improving Aotearoa New Zealand’s environmental reporting system (18 March
2022).
PCE, Unlocking New Zealand’s environmental information (July 2026).
Engagement Institute, Engagement Principles: Inclusion, Influence, Respect, Impact and Cohesion.
Engagement Institute, Advocacy Recommendations and Calls to Action - New Zealand (2026).
Engagement Institute, Inclusive and Accessible Engagement Policy (2025).

. Engagement Institute, Time Well Spent: Exploring the Impact of Engagement Timeframes (2026).

. Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Principles and Values for Community Engagement (2023).
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